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	Barney & The Proposal

Barney frustratedly threw his whole day's work on the floor. A waste. A total whole pages about dying roses. Sad. Morose.

Cissy's death was so hard to take. So unnecessary. Yes, she would have gotten sick. Probably. But, she didn't want to live. She had no reason for living. She desperately wanted her adorable little boy who had been taken away from her too soon. Almost as much, she pathetically dreamed of the day when that worthless coward that she adored with such a vibrant, pure, ardent, girlish love would come back to her. Her words, "I know that he really cared about me, but he was young. I know that he will understand that I still love him and one day come back to me. He didn't mean to hurt me. I know he didn't. It was all just a terrible mistake."

Barney had to clench his teeth as hard as he could that day to not spew out the rage that he felt seeing her trusting, loving eyes as she made excuse after excuse for his behavior, his treachery. He listened to her faithful recitation with shining eyes of his obvious, pathetic lies that she swallowed in her innocency and goodness so easily. Barney struggled in those moments not to want to hunt him down and kill him. He couldn't have even been 'man' enough to admit what he'd done so that she could have grieved for him, stopped loving him and moved on with her life.

Barney pushed away from his writing desk. He needed to clear his head. A good, long walk is what he needed. He got no farther than the front of his shack.

As Barney stared down at the lake, he remembered walking with Valancy to see the actual docks in Port Lawrence. She'd been so excited to see all ships as she ate that incredibly huge ice cream that he finally finished off for her. They had been so happy.

What was she doing now that the funeral was over? She refused to say what she planned to do when Cissy passed away. Probably because she didn't have any choice. Back to Deerwood. Back to her drab, cowed, miserable existence. That poor woman. He wouldn't even be able to see her. Make sure she was all right.

A sudden image popped into his mind. He was standing at Valancy's mother's house - wherever that was - knocking on the door as he stood there in his John Foster clothes. Her mother would open the door and promptly faint backwards he casually announced, "Bernard Redfern of Redfern's Medicines to see Miss Stirling, please".

Barney threw back his head and howled. He could see Valancy's quiet, triumphant smile that she sometimes gave Abel when she won an argument. What would she say? Probably, "Oh, Mother, do excuse me. Mr. Redfern and I are going out to dinner. You know, Mr. Redfern, Mother? He owns the island up back? Dr. Redfern's son?"

Barney laughed to himself. Dear Valancy. "Maybe she needs something. No, Valancy can take care of herself. Well, she probably didn't need anything, but maybe she did. I really should go see. I don't have much time left with her. Once she's at her mother's, I won't be able to see her again."

Without a second thought, he headed down to his canoe. He hopped into Lady Jane and drove off towards Abel's. As he approached, he saw Valancy working in Abel's - no, it was still Cissy's front flower garden. He threw the car into park and hopped out. "Going home, Miss Stirling?"

Barney reverted to his old formality. He expected her to laugh and tease "Mr. Snaith". She didn't. She looked... strange. Barney kept talking and acted as though he only intended to run an errand for her. She must be very upset over Cissy's passing. She could hardly even talk. She was strangely wringing her hands as though she were in despair or very nervous. Every time she looked up at him she was seem to pale then blush. He had never seen her like this.

Valancy asked him a question.

Barney froze. What did she say? Am I asleep? Am I going mad? Wait. For all the world, it had sounded as though she had just proposed to me. Wait. This was a joke….but why did she look so serious, intense?

Barney said something, but didn't really know what it was.

Valancy was breathless, insisting that she was in earnest.

Barney's head swam. "Why on earth would she want to marry me? She knows. It's the money. How did she find out? How long has she known? No, not Valancy. If she had known, she would have said something. She can't keep up any kind of a pretense. That acting game she and Cissy played, she was horrible at it. Maybe, maybe she suspects I'm John Foster. No, it could be that she really doesn't know. Home is so bad that she'd even rather throw herself at a tramp and desperately hope that he'll be good to her. Does she really not want to go so badly? So much that she'd stoop to marrying me?" He looked down at his clothes and felt a growing conviction that she knew something. She had to. No respectable woman was desperate enough to want him under any circumstances. He wasn't good-looking or impressive or clean even. If even millions hadn't been enough to make him loveable….Old wounds smarted for the time in years. Who did this woman think she was to make fun of him like this? To think she could fool him into thinking she really wanted him? How dare she!

As his thoughts raged, he only managed to say, "But why, why?"

Paper. She was handing him a piece of paper. This would explain it. Now, he would understand. Something solid. Something tangible. Something that probably made sense.

Barney snatched at it as though it were a life raft and began to read.

"Dear Miss Sterling..."

Barney's heart sank as he read the rest of the words on the page. The fire of his anger extinguished. Sick. He felt just sick. Every woman he cared about died. His mother, Cissy, Valancy. Even Ethel had died in a way. The Ethel he thought he loved was not the Ethel who was real.

As he reread it, he glanced up several times watching Valancy closely. She was entirely red. She was looking him straight in the eyes, seeming so nervous as to his reaction. When he finished reading, Valancy closed her eyes, hung her head and began visibly shaking. Barney was almost positive that he heard her whisper, "Fear is the original sin." Her eyes rose ever so slowly to look him in the face. She took a few steps closer to him. He could hear she ragged breathing before she deeply inhaled, raised her chin almost proudly and gazed distinctly into his eyes.

Barney met hers without hesitation. She turned almost crimson, quickly looked away but immediately met his again. She seemed to be asking him a question with her eyes. There was something. Barney tried to read her expression which she seemed so dearly in earnest about.

Wait a second. What exactly was she asking him? Her breathing was coming quick and shallow. Her hands were slightly trembling. Barney suddenly had the thought flash across his mind, "This woman is nearly overcome with desire for ME." What was she asking him to do? Was she actually asking him if he would be willing to - her eyes...How she was looking at him! She was.

Barney looked deeply into her eyes as he felt a slow, excited smile spread across his face as much as he tried to withhold it. Well, well, well, wonders will never cease. He could barely restrain himself from howling with laughter. Not that it was funny, but out of sheer amazement. What was wrong with this woman? Wild for a dirty, rough, backwoodsman?

"Maybe it's just me." Repeated several times in his mind. Slowly, he allowed it more audience as he considered it. "Maybe she really does care about me. As impossible as that is, maybe, maybe it's true. She doesn't know what she's doing. She doesn't really love me, but she actually likes me. Respects me a bit maybe."

Barney grinned broadly at her. Her shoulders seemed to be fall a good six inches as she exhaled, looked tremendously relieved, and beamed at him, smiling hugely.

A sudden urge to seize her and kiss her rather wildly, without worrying about being respectable, how he'd always wanted to kiss a woman who really wanted him, welled up. He pushed hard against the gate, but it didn't move. Locked. Abel's annoying habit of locking his fences like he lived in a war zone. Who did he think would rob his ramshackled house? Barney felt frustration growing. He wanted to hold her NOW.

Valancy had unconsciously taken a few steps closer to him as she smiled so, so, well, adoringly is the only word for it, up at him.

Barney bit his lip and considered what he could do. In that moment, he knew he had no chance of kissing her. "YOU IDIOT! Why didn't you get cleaned up before you came over here to talk to a lady? You're paying for it."

Immediately, he had a new, very appealing idea. "Was Abel going to be home tonight? He could use Abel's stuff. If he comes home, how would he even know, notice? He was so drunk most the time. He'd never realized. How can I ask her? She'd let me stay maybe. Who knows when we can get married? She -" Barney shook his head quickly and felt a burst of embarrassment, shame. "What is wrong with me? I despise men who don't treat women honorably while I plan to talk a good, God-fearing woman into giving me a night before she's my wife. Get control, Redfern. You can do it….but I'm not waiting long. No way. When we can we get married? Tomorrow. Why not? There's no reason. She won't have to go home then. She'd like that best. That would be best for Valancy. Without a doubt." Barney felt his face shoot red. "What a sacrificial fellow I am! Regular patron saint. Don't fool yourself, Redfern. You aren't doing it for her. Well, she did ask me. I'm helping both of us. There are worse ways of performing good deeds, helping others. As they say, charity begins at home." He reverted to grinning at her.

Barney's heart had never pounded so hard. His hands shook. He carefully folded the paper and then put his hands behind his back as he tried to gain control. Well, he would get to give her a first kiss after all.

When he had sufficient control over his voice, he asked something. He couldn't place figure out what he had said, but she answered with "I love you."

So, it was true. She did really, truly care about him. No one could look like that or sound so, so, well, sincere. Valancy believed she was in love with him.

Immediately, his mind left the garden. Visions of holding her in his arms, kissing her in front of the fire in his parlor, well it wasn't really parlor, his big room, before he carried her into his room to lie her down on his bed. Her mysterious eyes would look just like they did now. When he leaned close to her, her hair would smell like roses. Maybe she would caress his chest with her tiny fingers before she wrapped her arms around his back and hold onto him tightly as they shared a kiss - deep, long with uncontrolled passion. Her neck was so alluring. He'd kiss it while he - STOP. No more. _Keep control._

With tremendous effort, Barney got his mind back to the present. But he had to hold on to the gate for dear life. He couldn't look at her. He turned his focus to a star just over Abel's chimney. He brought his reason back into reign.

He had to know what she knew.

As he slowly started to say "I may be a murderer", he waited for a reaction.

Valancy tenderly met his eyes as her soft, sweet voice declared that she didn't care. She loved him unconditionally.

This woman really believed that he was a tramp with no money with did nothing but read a lot of books and lived on an island. Who had some money maybe - that she wouldn't have even known where it came from. Quite possibly married to a criminal hiding out from the law. A criminal who hardly ever wore clean clothes. Who drove a dilapidated old car that continually broke down. Who had no friends. Who was an outcast from all good society. Yet, she wanted to marry him. Because she loved him.

The only emotion beyond shock that struggled to take the pre-eminence was passion. He didn't really ever expect to feel that way towards Valancy, but he never had a woman declare her love for him and ask him to….well, he didn't know what to say.

Say? Barney realized that he never answered her. He had not accepted or declined her proposal. She was so happy, seemed to believe he had accepted without saying so. "I should decline. I don't love her. I don't care about her that way. She's a dear woman, but she is not at all the sort of woman I could ever love." An internal struggle broke out. He had to own to himself that he did not want to give up having a woman in his arms, with him every night - and when it was a woman who loved you, a woman like Valancy. Such a good, kind, sweet, caring woman. Well, what was the harm? She wanted him to. It would only be for a very short time. Besides, Valancy had given up her old life to make Cissy's happy in the last days. He had praised her for it. He could do it for Valancy.

Barney made his decision. He would set his terms, tell her flat out that he had no love for her and leave the decision with her. If she still wanted him after all that, he'd marry her.

Very carefully he began to outline his requirements for their relationship and for her access to the cabin.

To his complete surprise, Valancy absolutely agreed with all of his requirements and accepted them without hesitation - even the requirement to live on his island.

What kind of a crazy woman was this?

That decided it. They were engaged.

Valancy began to talk, requiring that he never talk about her being sick or treat her like she was sick. Barney felt relieved. That's just what he wanted. A normal, happy life for however long it lasted.

Valancy handed him a letter for her family at the time of her death. Barney joked about it, but he felt his stomach tighten. Underneath it all, this whole arrangement was pathetically sad. She was so happy. He'd do what she asked and just enjoy the best in every day.

Barney suggested that they get married the next day. Who knew how sick she really was? He should make sure she got her dream of being his wife. What a thought! He'd never thought of himself as someone's dream man, but look at her face! She was overjoyed. Yes, that was the right decision. Much better to get married immediately to give her what she wanted. "Back to being the patron saint, I guess. How generous of me! Pretending I'm not thinking that I want to be sure that I have a few nights with her at least."

Barney somehow finished talking to Valancy. After letting go of her hands that he hadn't realized he was holding, he watched her, his fiancée, walk into the house. He was an engaged man for the second time in his life. He hadn't slept the first time. Somehow, he doubted he'd sleep this time either.

This time tomorrow, he'd be a married man. He'd have his wife nestled in his arms, cuddled into his chest, probably kissing him. He let out a huge breath.

Why was he standing there staring at an empty porch? He had to get ready for his wedding.

Barney walked to Lady Jane, but looked back towards Abel's door. "I never imagined overlooking a drunk's misdemeanors for the sake of his mistreated daughter and child would win myself a wife. What other fellow ever got a wife with no effort? And a queen at that." A wave of sheer happiness swept over him. "I Can. Not. Believe. That. Just. Happened. Incredible. One of the best days of my life."

Barney looked up at where Valancy's room would be, although he couldn't see her window. It was their last night apart.

Only, what? Barney checked his watch. 22 hours until the wedding.

Barney hopped into Lady Jane and drove off whistling _The Wedding March_.


End file.
